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The Glrtru(lc Clarke Wluu.nll Poetry and Litchature Fund, wagh
established -in the L ll)l.ny'\" of Coungress in December 1950,
lluough thc-gcnuosnty of -Mus, Gertrude, Clarke VVlmlall} in
order to cieate ascenter in this country for the development and
cncouragement of pocuy Urama, an@® literature. Mrs. Whiuall's -
carlier benefactions inclade the presentatjon to thc Library of a

% nunber of important litcrary manuscripts, a gift of five magmﬁ-
cent Stradivari mstrmgncms, thc c'l(lowmcnt of an annual serics-
“of concerts 8f chamber music, and the foxm.mon of a collection
of miltic manuscripts that has no paraliel in the Western. P(Iml-
qphcxc T ° . .

The %cu) and Incraturc Fund makes it possnl)lc for the

hbmr) ofler poctry rc:l(lmg, ®lectures, and dramatic ~pe|fox\ 5

" mamees, This lecture is published by the Library to fea¢h % wulcr
audience and as 2 contribution to literary history and- ériticidm.
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o - " Ilusion and Reality e
» . Lo
¢ ‘What I do for'a living and gehat' I,do (hily as, generally, a most’ ':4

pleasurdble pastime are one and the ‘sanic; {nnke up people
~and pl,'lces 1 wrlle fiction. Occ‘mon'llly, I write a work of non+s

+ fiction, which is no less lmport.mt to ‘me, But I am pledoml- o
nantly a fiction writer. : )

" The,best definition of fiction' I've com(; across is a dlcuomry .
defmmon which’states that ficuqn is “an assum’puon of a‘possi- .

- bility as a Eict irrespective of the quesuon of its truth.” Put an-"
oiffer way, the fiction writer works within the rca’ln& of illusion:
Without the benefit-of- visual aids or even’ background music,
the writer uses mngle system of langmge toftreate the illysiond

" . ofreality.

The most flequcnt question asked! of ﬁcuon writers’ 1s "Whew
do.you get your ideas?” I've yot to find wrsatisfactory answer to ¢
that' qu@uon, but - usually I reply rather lamely, if not desper- '
ately, “Well, they Just come .into my head® 'It’s obvious from
the ‘ensuing silence that. the quesuqner ‘might well be. thmkmg

.. “Why do they come into your head? Such ;de"ls certamly never
* come into mine.’ . ’ 2 .
I think it dan safely be s‘md that there is no one answer and

no qne [)1']C(. where 1‘wnler gets idcas: Rather, there’ are many .

answers and many places,* perhaps as many as there are writers. ;.

What I'd liké to suggest isrthe p":rucghr direcgjon I take in un-

covermg the scope‘of an idea as it reldtes to r;}hty -and illusion - ‘

in fictibn, and: “also in"biogr 1y!hy For ideas do just come. ‘;mo my . .-
head and [ create ﬁcuons out of them, often long before 1 ure
cover their sonrce. _ ; . Dy

Anyone who ¢has, been asked by a child whether/ywhat 118 or
she views oni television is real or wnreal is familiai with the ‘con:

- fusing elements’ of re1lxty and illusion. Before the’ most recent

h resmcuons on the&deplcuou of “violence on #umly hour telew- o |

sion, my own son wa$ mightily confused when the bad guys fell
mortally‘wounded.»“Are they actors?” he,asked. “Axe they dcting
dead? Will- tfley get up after the “show? How can they be shot
and get up 'lfter the show? How do you know _they wil] get' up -

CQIVIW

udced get up. But ifiknown to me, my young son had g';thered _
evidence for the proof, himself. For in all those dragas in which -
bad guys fell down dead, J,here had been one elem&nt of truth

-

*

-
-
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. A few years ago, wlient suddenly the- hornd scene ﬂaslled oat
the air of a: L)wm‘inent individual being shot and falling : seem-
ingly mortijly wounded, my' son lnppened to' see it.«He covered” |
- his eyes. “It’s real!”"he wlmpered iand ran from the.room. Later * -
I‘asked him how he hhd known' ig was real, for he had come’in .
- irf thie'midst of the*%cend “and not“at the -annguncement of a spe;_
cial bulletin. \BOC.[USC, ,lle sald “there £1s blood on him.~
There was blood on “the gtound " My son had notlced wleae 1
h'@d missed when thé bad guys fell ort Saturday- mght teleﬁlxsxon
Earhex‘ restrictions had clemed up some of tlie violenee, Blood
was never shown , o e : / : .
Thxs,examplc is, of com;rse, a mucl_&too vwld and lﬁlglc “way .
» for @ chiild 1o learn tlic difference between thie real anfl the un- ¥
- real. My own chlldren now often watch, the e’venmfr news. and
(locument.uy programs$ because I-think it's- 1mportant that .they
.understand the (Pl[[elence bctween reality and 111\51011 in life, m )
enterta\nment\, and in books as‘well. . : LA
A work of ficti8® is an 1llusxon of life inwhich characters att
tempt to transform a basic re.lhty by castmg theu desires and » y
their subjective views upon it. In essence;”the attempt creates in=*
. ~tcrn.nl copflict between eléments_‘of the reéal and the unre.nl .
Charactérs must sortvout -the conllict” , through’ experlences that .

~

emble them to discover what truths ﬁn:’lly exist, * .
K *In M. C. Higgins, the Great, an environment “of plot and clnl- I
“acters is based upon the sppphmmg “of reality by the wishes'and . .
d eains of one main char acter. M. C, Higgins de!;pemtely secks -
-, ejcape for hi} family thlough o single niscondeption which be-
.comes for him the only reality: his mothér will hecome a great-
finger, acqulrmg sough” money for them ,all ta leave their an?

« destral hoge on aythreatened mountain. 'Wxthm tl)e misconcep- *; %
‘tion, M. C. is #b)e?TS sort out certain truths’ by, imreans of experi- - ..°
.ence. Finally, \he sces there is nd way for him to rid: the
mountaig of jts.spoil through illusion. At the end, the scarred -
land, the spoit heap, and the imnrense mining machines remain .
to be dealt with y means of whatever reality is feft to him.

The:two bogks ofsJahdu stories I've wrmen‘hl\ outsideé the

* realm of the reality—illusion :principle ‘of the novels;md delve,
instead, mto the rich vein of Ame\”l n black folkhfe, both ‘past

* and present. These tales are b'lM/ ess on a fantasy tradition

. ~and more on Africars prototy[nl folk myths of animal heroes. * .-
B #The African J'lck'll; -Rare, tprioise, :mcf“hyem were tr"mshted on
.the American continent into the fox, rabbit, terrapin, and wolf

O
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“The sh.lm.l'h/hcm ot Alvice is fere tr ﬁlsformcd into the

trickster ghero, wlio pu sonifies the wit and cumung of individu-

als once condemned “within a shvocn.lcy Thc amorphous J.lhdu
of the Jahdu tales. born of no woman but in an old ovdy, sug-

gcw, the, transcendental nature of present-day black ‘experience

m ‘\nl(‘llc'l . T N~ : :
- Aware-as' T ama and was, of thic limitations lmposcd upon

. purveyors of black ‘literature” in this® (.ouml) perhaps 1 sought
_throygh the Jahdu tales to expand and clcvul;, concerns’beyond

real and tinagined- luml of onwhite Américan experience.®
From ‘this, some few- -critics have dC(hl(cq an cecentricity of (ll.u-
acter delineation.and definjtion within my fiction. s e

Virginia Hamiltoi's chavacters aéé said m-d(.vi.lll‘:' from fhe
recognjzed or usual. They e variously deseribed as p(.culnr,
odd, and quee r—swange, columnar figures® fixed somc“.lnt oft

center of known hum.m or bits. ThC) are (lot.u.l ', as was 2 ely, - -

separated I)y her very hcng.,ht' or Mr. Pool i Tdc Planet of Jun.

Jor Brown, I).u’lul from his"professional gr oup byq selt;mposcd

(hscng.lgcmcm' .or Mr, Bluto m The House of Dies Dreay, ‘ise-
Lited bécause o? the locdls supcnslmous belief in his supepnae
lll.ll .ncuvuy or Juuior Brown, rejected begausg of' his ugly fat;

© M? C. Higgins, liter ally risen, above mere mjmlé by means of

i fmt) foot pole. These re some of my cccentrics. But why olfe -

- need for them? .Why are they "created with this qualigy ipF spivi-

tnal isolation, of other worlducss whed I -tL\cn ung.,m.lton, feel so
non}nul within, having no nfencal aberrations that obsess mfe?
CWe find a clue’ in my ‘pm Back in college, I tpsted "nongml
as part of thc comlol group in a.scrics of psychologlml experi-
ments. "lnnsl,mng ‘nornial’” to mean that 1 was average, I came
to detest the term. In vidin, U'searthed \\‘ltlnq mc for a secret
hate, a- trawma. But Y%t seemed “that sl of Juy conscious and un-

“conscious fears and “bumps in the night” were boringly withine
theetimits of normalcy, it we ave to bchcvc the “results of ‘the .
tests. Even my childhood anemia and bed- \\cllmg were f)}.mtlly -

attributed to the zealous but normal stnvmgs of an ou.lly pro P

tective Father amhbitious for his children.
Latey o—Lwis amused—and,—ultimately, relieved to disgover

13

m the writings of Gertrude Stein that while at Harvard Annex
(now Radcliffe) and a stadent of William ]!'mcs, Ms. Stein was
a subject of a student project in ¢xperiniental psychology. Au-
other student comptained to Professor James that Gertrude
Stein had no subconscious peactions; thévefore she i:wgli(latcd‘

-
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the results of his experiment. "Ah " said Professor James, ‘.‘_lf

Miss Stein gave no response 1 should say that it was as normal

‘not tq give a ruponse as to give one.,. .."" . .
. Gertrude Stein always dislikeg - the - abnormal,” which she’ felt

. was so" obvious. And she believed that “normal” was “so much . .

.more simply- compllcated and inter; sting,” a statement which .
. gives us an insight into her writing-6f objective subfjectivity. Fer "
- » Ms: Stein is the focus and center of all of her own work. Writ-, «

" ing only of what she was hearing, feeling, and seeing at the mo-

ment, she nevertheless always vnewed l‘herself with comp'lete de-
o tachment :
' As a student;. tllen fomﬁed bv my readlng of Stem \and her
menior Wllll%nl James, 1 cari i aicept my condition of bemg
normal less as a terminal disises and morse as sometlnng solid,
like bedrock, upon which some inlividual mark migh®he made.
Cq,mmg ta the present, I worfder whether eccentric creations in |
fiction are not as,normal for me as totally conscious but seem-
mgly automatlc«vrmngs were -for someone like Gertrude Stein,

Few writers are as un-self-conscious as was Ms. Stein, with the

ablllty"ta write alone, as it were,” with no involvement with t

past. Most writers work within and tllrough a framework -

myths, delusidns, -dreams and realities of the group to Wthh

-J they bear allegiance. This may hold true for black writers more ¢
than for other American groups, for the survival pattern of their-l
group pervades the generatidn as ‘though it were an”inherent ™=
collective #ait. Black j eopler Ifo in recent history were born
into bondagéd s propérty, hadAo be. dlﬁerent from o%her people

- Even for those born. frece wnhm the bongled group, slavery must _

* have becothe a stigma tha bled thelr ﬁan’ts and malked their -

. minds. o - : : : /

. My.own grandfathef fiad to be dlfferent (/Born a slave, 4s an

. infant he was sokl away with his mother, never to know his fa--
ther. The years he lived as part of my child life, I knew him as
this old fnend chewing *tobaccd, barely five feet tall, who at

. eighty could j _|ump from a standmg-st.ll posmo\n into the air to |,

~ click his- heels togethej three times and land still standmg
Never ever,could Ido that. . - - .

+  Onc of grandpa's hands was forever maimed [,° an inch ot
being closegl tight. He hatt'been employed in 4 gunpowder mill .
near Xenia, Qhias One day, the exPloslve mixture caught fire; |
the mill burned to the- graund. There were great flames, and for
some reason’ graidpa reached out for the fire. In a moment of

-
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confusion, perhaps he thought the flame would rhelt away the

* . Stigma. His hand was bugned hideously. It was bandaged shut

and\it healeds that way, a cloged fist from which the“generation.
of his grandchildrenrom w hi¢h L, avould hold ught and swing., *
5 “How. eccentric an image s that fiery hind with the closc(l- fist!
How’ c.mly it becomes symbolic, even for me. How cceentric is

the total hmony ol‘l)l.ncks in America, mlbucd A% it is wnlh thje -

spiritial isolatfon of Lhc fugitive alone g yunning, with weird
tiles wlu(.h are true tales ll.lndcd ‘down [xom onc gcncnuon to
the next. The ch.u,.x(tcns If(;lc.u‘c’ are deseendants of slaves an‘l
freemen.” AlF carry with them  the knowledge of. ‘former gencia-
tions who were born as 'lvestock as property. That sort ot
knowledge must cornet rc.lhty f6F tlicm and- hold it at bay. ;

must bexome in part eccenwric and | ‘i part symibolic for succ 'd-
ing gcncr.nuons So.it is natural that 1 try’ through ﬁcuon to

- break ddwn the. symbols .nng free the veality. . - - '

As"an example, simple curigsity caused me some t.,\qlc ago .to
attempt to (llscovcr theadepths of the term.the Street. Trusting
my instinct, 1 fclt thuc) was _myore to the inordinate use of the
term in the Puq,cou of subcu[ﬁ%oc language than mere ambience,

I hiad nlade sse of the termy in The Planet of Yunior wan,

_ \shcw both Junior Brown, and Buddy Clark arc involyed* in

some way in the Sueet. Buddy is ahct youth, having no home"
and no.normal family as'we know f.lmlly He liyes by his §yits in’

-the Swreef, and.le takes from Lhc chd, as hé lg.uns from n,
) nnly as much as he n(_cds fo{ :aunlv.ll Howecver, Jumor Brown

is the, opposite of a street youth, He 'has a home, he has® family,
but lh(.b(.‘ do not x})urnsh }nm as - the Street nourishey’ hu(ldy
Clark. Jhus, ]umo creates the illustration of the Red Mangto
fill his emptiness; inn ‘which he paints tlic Succ(—.lll of the pco-
ple he sees as free and tog&hm sh.mngﬁl even misery. It is.in-
teresting that Red éMan iy the name of a well-know 1obacco’

and that my grandfather was the only.ong of my relftives who

chewed tobacco. rh(_‘ Street also refers-back to my “andfather,

alt )ugh I was not conscjous of thi$ when Iwrote the¢ book.
Many “limes, 'my. .mother-had toll me of the’ song her faihdr

sang-to” her while she swung from. hl’S,ClOSC(l fist,'as 1 did itsmy

.youth “Dad woul(l tell about the R.lg,l\l.m,\,shc said. “Coming
v.(lo\vn the sireet, the Rag Man would sing his song: ‘Any rags,

any Imnw,,my bottles today,” he'd sing . “The blg black” rig

the street.” :
, .

‘man’s coming your way. Any rags, .uy mgs,' h(.":(l sing, afl along

5
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I lo\'cd that street {ory. and often® sing it to my ‘own clul(lrcn

s only rcu_ntly I've won(f’led at the pln‘asc the Street as re-

ferrgd 10 by e mothcr‘m relation o the Rag Mail. For there

were no stiedls as sugh in our rural an;uya hundreg years ago
‘henn my gr.m(lfathCn was a boy.or cighty years ago “when my
mother was a small chydd."Was the term the Street ’r)nnple/eccn-

T dcnt ¢he resuly of an unconscious sluft to a more mogerh ex-
plC&Slon? I asked my mothei about l[ Now lh.ll she thought -
about it, she said, the Rag Man game down the road or the

ﬁl.mc, but'they always said he came down thegstreet. She insisted

on llnt “Even. gl\lll(ll)'l s.udlthc Strcel?" \chd “Yes,” shc

shid® ‘always.” S~ C .

Ok’.mon.nlly, 1 wondctcd 11)(\11( the 5:xp1essnon,, not acmnlly

saware-that T h.nd’bcgun to search: forasomething. I knew that ig’

- the forties Ann s’ctry " novel The Street. had been publishggl.
.7 And I made a note when \Iondec’n Richler's book enm%d The,

r?lwct Wiis Dublﬁhcd in )9’75 here in W"lshmgton by N¢w Re-

public Book Company. I ncm.nrkcd to-mysclf how many different

~ -culyyires view the Strect as ‘a par uc&l'n reality. So.it was with

S Richjer’ s~Sllccl and Petry’s S‘1cet in Harlemn..,,\Wis ‘it - the same

) With my grandpa’s Btrect;ind if so, wh*t p.uucul.u pl.lce or real-
ity did it represent, 'l}ul“tk ‘what period of time? [

Things do fall into ry hands rathtr unexfectedly. I have a
habit of scckmg the old, old curios, and old peo] vle whose long\

. 2memorics 1 admive. 1 éven follow old roads ip_the country .

. which txvnst411d§11r11 chahige names suddenly, a e%msl any-
;whcre (‘)hc St m¢f.uorll¢ okl roads leads to .lgl pef}i s shop-
pﬁng mall, acres aiid acies of it out in the middle of nowhere.

Swar prmngly thé mall has turned into a goldming for old  things. .. -
¢ _ Per lmps il over, ‘but cer nmly in my part of the Mldwest, the ¢
' great shoppmg malls ‘buile, in*the sixties 'md still be;ng buitt. .~

‘have fallen on h.ud times. With ligies of sleek _stores ol'*chng

" onto one gigantic enclosure. of fountains, patted p.llmfﬁnd rest

areas,- these mons[r(}us malls are hit hard by a depressed ccon-

e O g ing igh_lon !grlgds ofaunemploy- -
* ment, have given up making the long drive out_when thoy can -

.« " save gasoline by shoppmg in town or not at all. "Mall lights are ™ o

dimmed, v‘storcs are uncom”fornbly chilly, and sales pcrsonnel

< have (ll&.ll)l)CcllC(l Viewed from a distange, surtounded- by huge, -

.v_,,_fempty{ parking lots, my favorite mall is- ecrily quiet, like the

- gilant nunchp.n(f for a (Iream ship that has come and gone.
Y 1find it .lll wvery sad, " for shoppmg m1lls lmve always scemed'
. ' I NN
A . . R 3 . .
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to me p.uucul.nl) Amcnc.ln———om advcmuwsomc, g.lusln ode to

. goad times—wlat With their massive plo‘mcn.l(lu angl thirty-foot
(llspl.ly windows: WT show off; like to think big: But I'can envi-’

", sion it (ay wheu Lhc'wllolc extraviganzi wnll' fall into the hands
gy poppilace. I)npl.l(ul farmers will cothie forth on giant e

/Lou to" plow up acrds of” Lcement. Workers Wlllvpllﬁ’{ boutiques

of corn=né swheat:- Hired hands lay out endless. hol(lmb
pens for Bl #k Angus under l\ms n{s}\)ubl\ts . <o
- Y, sud(lull) somet img'h.ls liappenred out lhcnc irr nowhere
that is Tar* More intetesting than any futuve sight of foum.uns ir-
,-rigating ficlds. These. days one expects, to sce-camels (lrmkmg it
niyblé watering holes. . For every inch ‘of the spacious prome-
Made has %)u:u .xkcn_}mcn by incredible bazaarss H.uvl\cns, ot
every stripeeand charitcter are out scllmg Americatfi 3 America.
They drift in on ll.lllC) -Di n'uls()ns, orin mn;nl)usc indd capers
like gypsies, “and then melt aw; 1y agiin, While thexre put “there,

handblown Bottles, rdlling pins quilts, Kewpic dolls and. cariiis
Jal canes, md Looks. Area communes produce afghans afld pure
'-‘hmw) One dude wearing chaps and a’ leather vest came stroll- g
ing in lc.ullng a matched team of- [.Cop.ud Appllomas l)m théy
threw him out. On weckeyds, we go out to the pall,to be aston*
ishedgind to plCL over ¥ fou(llg the p.m S s
: The fiest' iterh-my hind fell upon onc "Saturda?
of old o posteards) I can’t say wl}y I paused there,
little of the past beyond that ‘ghich T stort in mc ory. But as 1.
“leafed. idly “thyougly the album, I came to \(.I.IOH labeled
“Negro Posteards.” These. \wé a ghastly unumannypn an un:
certain black hmm)—p. nc(l portr.uts ol toothy * "'[Yck.mnuuc
‘ slarping watermelon, or plio[os of l.nbgul black «l \ll(llCll grin-
(- ning and dancing. At onee . lcpcllul and fascinated, I !hpp‘cd
over oile m(l (lcputmg i melon catér, to discover this messige:
™Dear \[ll(hcd am hcnc where T was going. I was gomg no

w .H‘.m album

“farther and \Inl(ltcd A hopc to, (lnL hv:re\\houg\it you \vould -

want T know, Alice.”y

since 1 collcu\

1

e

" you can buy old coins, hzn(lwo%n blankgts, old oak furnituie, , —

*

.

or hllf\.ul heur
{ cung wh.u kind

, Su(lv HY stunmn& s.l(?mgss age. I stood th}lc
'.lc.ululg other messiges fut the whole tinie wg

P of |omnc) Alict - had entherked upon. /V\’uc these (.u(ls with
their stercotype portraits useq solely by white wanderers? Woul(l
even, whxtc users of the cardy believe: thai the, crude Lportraits.
'uul) lcplucmu[ blacks? I-Yhought of buymg up all of; the
“‘Ncgm cards to study them at my leisure. But in Lhc end I\\lcft .

. ' - A ‘ . : %;7
. o /\/ .
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them therel every one of‘Them. At tlre 'last,_ one mtrusxon into

“the privacy of the dead an(L gone was enough I hid learned all©
N

“that I neecle"t'to know. = ' g Y ,.'

*+ 1 did find’ sometlnng"at the l)'\uaar that day’ wh}ch I had to’
lraive, and which is the point of this long exposmOn..A*shm

" paper volume- ‘entitled Homes of 'the Freed, publlshed in the

*  twenties and-written by Rossq B. Cooley. Its coyer dllzstxanon is

clouded sky and a road wmclmg by the cabin, Below the fitle is

the notation,- ”The-\oncommg of three generations of ‘wonen
* from the plantation strcet. " Here was the Street ag"un, but-

used in a wholly unexpecte(l way ‘

Homes ‘of the Freggd hoped to demonstrate how “the purely

academic gharacter of the early Nemo schools*’*started bynorth-

»
_eri - Teacliers during /Reconstructiorn could be thoroughly cradi-
X catecd by means of domestic tr: aining and service programs and
supplanted by “the Self- dependent households of fl eedom- :m(l
~what this has n\e.mt to the wonten of the race.” It was a tCl’rl-
oy

biased .1ppro.;ch to thefeducation of black ‘women, but, mter- :
esting to e personally for the 'story it tells of the great transi
tion from the blackyStreet of sl:we (lays ST ' s
Homes of the' Freed glves tesumony ‘of old black people’
remembering what. their “parents \and gr.mdparems told them,
 An elderly man relates the lnstory of a:row of slave cablns,.al-
. ways calling it the Street. . . L . )
Women worked' from d,nyclem, as ‘the d"iwn was called, »
until tasks_ in the. fields wdre done. The fields were isolated,
lonely- pl.nges where, n{)p.nrently,_women often workéd separately

from men and were cut off from the comp1r'lt|ve security of they®

cabins, from newbon n babes,-and from their: very .young chil®
~dren.,A whole system of ‘day care” had to be arranged “for these
chlldren in the Street: Black women too old to work the ﬁeld&
/[)ecame the Mqunns or nurses, and the newborns were. C"nnefd
out mto the fields lo be suckled by thelr Knothers and theh l‘e- ,
_turned tg ’the Street: - - . Loo.

a woodcutyof a crude cﬂ)m wnh a figure seated before it,- d\

' .

- In the Street\m front of the cabins, the'M'lumas built a huge

fite ‘m(l, in one great cooking pot, cooked the meals for- tlie clul\

- dren, for themselves, and- for the field hands.-The fgod for the - -
©  _potswas supplled by the whole of the Street. The Maumas and
" babies all ate fronr.it. When the workers had. com?)lete(l theit

tasks, they Teturned to the Street arid lhey too até from the pot.
. They ate and mlke(l .quietly. They were tired to ‘the, bone



& - - .- .

¢ . N /
‘now, but the) gamed strength again from one -another- an(f the -
communal life of tlre Street. - . ' ’

So it is th‘gt the Street down which came the Rag Man of my
- grandfather’s song and the Sgeet in The Planet of Junior
* * Brown may poth hark back.to the old time .in the plantatlon
Streét. The Street may- well be that which the slaves gave up in
order to be free. To flee from the only security they had ever
known mniust have terrified many, but break away they did, from
an old order, to discover a new 1eallty ‘Still,,the Street exists, ,
not onlyn racial. -memory but in tne daily lives of those who es-
» »cape from mean rooms, to the camaraderle, sometinles even the
tlJnger of Petrys ghetto Street, or. ‘the stupefying drudgery of -
« « Richler's Street;"in the lives of Street peéple, thé voice of Street .
poets, the| dgma of Street theater and the prose of Street litery.
./ ture; alss, in the azy times on the street corners of borilg smal
towns, The meaning of the Street in all'ways and at all times is
-‘the need for sharing life thh others and the search for commu- .
. nlty o S e
7 Knowing that the Street is-so ‘connected to~\past life in a spe-
cial way, which is. person;rl to, m¢ makes the lang’uage of it rlcher
and makes the past always present for me. ) - -
. .Every. fiction has lts own basnc realltv as doges the Street
* - through whxch the lifé of characters and their illusions are re-*
vedled, and. from which pagt meaning often creeps into the set- - - .
ting, The task for any writer is to discover the “reality tone’ ' of
each work—the basis of truth upon, which all-variations on the
whole language system are set, For reallty may be the greatest of .
all-illusions. We®ach know Jour own reality -through which we
seek .a.common ground of communication with' others. The fic-
tion writer seeks the common ground by relinquishing.her own
leallty for the creation-of a new one. No number of past su¢-
cesses helps this writer n? the creative process of a new writing.
For the very- proéess nust be created for each new reallty The .,
way to do this is never mastered and never really learned
. It would be interesting'to Create‘a fiction in whlgh reallty and,
illusion are completely personified. The thought of attemptlng
such afiction' came to me from obseérving my own children’ and
“theit tontemporaries. All seemed to be trying to find out who
,' they really were through testing and by chang‘?hg roles. I have
watcheq them for days playing at being one another, using one
. another's language, waiks, and. hairstyles. When. one- Elodie D.
Dangerﬁeld from thtle Rock Arkansas, entered the seventh * -
. . .. R ‘

. o A‘ ) : . ~ . ) g
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gn(lc at lllC |)Lglllllll[1& of llus yeur, a nung)u‘ﬁf her twelve-
)curol(l classiites l)Lg‘.m all'cumg syrupy southern steents. For
a_time, they (h‘s(.udul their ~hlue jeans and talk of sisterhood for
pmk dresses and ucnmg [)l.lm\‘lﬁ(_(_l_ngb I have nothing
against Flodic D. l)m;,uhcld—nol her real_name, of course. In
fact, I find her fascinating as I attempt to discover just who it is
she is playing at being,/or whether she is teally bejng herself.

My obseryation of these young girls started me thinking. To

write .llmut a family unit in which some members are_in the

process of learning who they are and in which others are lving
a fiction they admire seemed to be the perfect sort of risk for
me. Which of them would live a wune porwayal and which
would live an illusion? On what basis of truth can bd measured
the reality and the illusion personified? Moreover, it occurred to
me that we all carry with us_the: somewhat -tattered haggage ot

. our pasts, s why not pusmn[y the past in “the present as well?

How does one accomplish this wnhoul luluung characters to

“symbols or creedal types? Add to Llus qucsuons of gicial identity

and it becomes clear how diverse 4n enviromment of illusioft and
xullxty miglt be created. /’ \

: The whole idea might sornd rather comphcucd for children.
\uu.nlly, it's the .|pplon/ to the process of creation rthat gets
complicated, not the idén nor the manyer in which it's to be
wrilten. Moreover, we've sl observed children struggling daily
with an incredible suray of identity forms. One ninc-year-olg,
youth of my acquaintance who- is white was asked what he'
wintted to "be when he grew up and xcphcd, “l want to be
black.” His father, telling e this, was pleased by_his son’s an-
swer. T owas not so pleased and I told the father so, for I believe
it is poor mental beilth for a white youth to want to grow up
_tp be black, as it woul(l e for a bla(H youth Lo want to 51ow up
to be white. - . .

Said the father, “David admires black athletes. He also sees
black pcoplc living around him Jyst the way he lives, He sces no
difference.” :

“If he sees no (lI”UCllLC I said, “why wouldn’t he want to
grow up to be white, to admire ‘white athletes as well? And sup-
pose he weren’t living in this middleclass community- where
most of what he sees includes only one clasg” of black people.
Suppose he were to see the hllllbly and “out-of-work. What
then?” g >

MBut the wruth is” said the father, “David’s living here where

, e

.

~



\bla\c'k people are living in the smmne way he lives.”

“You must never let him believe it is the whole truth,” T said,

fnally. o '

We ended our (hscnssmn there, with the question of truth un-
answered. But David nags my mind, My instinct tells me that he
must.be made to understand that being white is quite all right,
as is béing black. Perhaps he shouldBe toid that he can wish to

. be black it he so desires, but that thc rish will not {)e_fulﬁlled.
Even as I'say these words, they.seem fo melt in illusion. For we
~all are at least aware of the fact thaf there are whites nni 1g us

~who liye as blacks, and blacks among us who live. 1sl\wlntes
There are biracials mmid multiracials' among us, such: as"ny own
children, who 1hight more realistically-be termetl 6lhér :Kinds,
or (‘ompo.s‘nc.s, or Betweens, Cay you hear children of the future
saying, “I'm a ‘posite. She's an "okind. The others are 'tweens.” 1 .
don’t donbt anything. o ot

Transracial peopley_are nothing new in this country. The
Shawnee Nation Renmant Band, of the Tecumseh Confe(lcr"lcy
,has set up a nation house in my hometown, and 1lthough they
.q)pc:n to be white and do not seck recognition from the Bureau
of Indian\Allairs, they nevertheless live as Shawnee Native
\muu..ms The Wesorts—a J)eople who are probably Native
:\mgnc’ln but this is uncertain—live in .nge groups in the

« swamplands &f southern Maryland. I8 the Picdmont and Blue

- Ridge areas of.\’ng.,mq\thcxc are grdups known as the “Amherst
County issues,” brown people 'who mq or may not be—Native
American and who for yeags have intermarried. Many of us have
long been familiar with those mysierions people, the Jackson
Whites, living in New-York and New Jersey, who number more
than five hundred and whose origins are unknown.

We have yet to deal snccessfully with Américan transraciality’
in real terms, as we have failed to redefine race in light of the
modern, twenty-first century progress of human kind. Certainly,
hClC is an arena for serious stndy by anthropologists, sociologists,

. ‘phll()qophcxs, and of course, writers of fiction.” .

Delincating such areas of a writer's thoughts as these may

give an inkling of the difficulty in answering the qiestion
“Where do yon get ypui ideas?” For ideas come from without as
well as front deep sources within. They may just as easily come
from my son’s original knock-knock jokes as from quiet. mo-
ments of contemplation in my study. They come from memory,
froin sight and Jound. They come from living.

v ' 11
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I'vel only.- made mention of a type of writing besides fiction
and folktales which has given me a good deal of satisfaction. Al-
though I've written just two-biographies for young people, one
concerning the life of W.'E. B. Du Bois and the other the life of
Paul Robeson, they are no less involved with the subject of real- .
ity and illusion, '

I had hoped, by wrmng the personal lustory of a real individ-
ual through a disciplined presentation of facts, to create the itta—-:.
sion of total reality; to gnve readers the feelmg that theywalked ~
along wnth the subject in his life; and threugh the créative use
of sourte material, to allow the subject to speak as c]osely as
possible in his own voice. -

In this respect, of the two blograplues, the l}mbeson bnography

“is the most successful. The ltse’lrch and study of the Robeson
material took a number of ytars. When that phase of ‘the work
was completed, I discovered it was possible during the day to
evoke the Robeson spirit in my mind and to live with it as
though the man were a guest in my house. 1 began to know
“Paul Robeson quite well, and slowly two aspects of him emerged .
to trouble me and to pose deﬁmte problems in the actual writ- ,
—.ing of the boak. . N
" ~The first problem, and the one easfest to deal with, was the
- problem of Robeson emerging not as a man but as a symbol.
The sathe difficulty occurred in the writing of M. C. "Higgins,
the Great. IR thal\ffc.uon, I had to come ‘to terms not only with
the symbolic naturé of mountains and rivers but with all the
precon"?:ved notions about blacks being in a state of ndture or _
nearly ‘= my Robeson research, it was almost impossible to .
' ﬁnd a s iz 'newspaper ‘account that did not depict the man as
somehow supernatural and larger than life. Take this one by a
sportswriter when Robeson was. barely eighteen and”playmg -
football for Rutgers: “He rode- on the .wings. of the frigid
'bre,gzes, a grim, silent and compelling figure. . . . It was Robe,
son, a veritable Othello of battle.” Or this one: “A dark cloud
. Robeson, the glant Negro.” .
Hardly ever was Robeson described asa man. Rather, he was
» ¢this gn.mt " “that great, noble prince,” or “the orlgmal stuff of
the earth.” Individuals who knew him and whom 1 mterv1ewed
often seemed at a loss for words or struck dumb with awe, and’
when they could put their experiences into words, the superla-"‘
tives would roll forth in godlike descriptions..
Eventually, I learned to use these overwrought passages to an
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. social tithes in which he llvg(l I‘urlhcrmorc, it bcc.lmc
" to go beyond ‘the usual thorough and traditional historids hav.,

v . - . :
advantage. But it-became necessary«for me to write in avvery
‘tight, simple style; to write close upy ¢ the individual in the

hopc that a concise and str.ughtfonw.ud u.vcl.nuon of his life.

vould finally pro(lucc a composite of the man.
The second problcm ‘was more (thllllmllld becaire. clear to

" me only after I had wnttcn a first -draft- of the- ‘book: Then

Robeson stifljseemed clusive. I could not get a handle on him..
He stood alone, -but he did not stand out in a way-I knew he
must. Somgthing abouf him rGamined out of focus and out of
time. It took months for me¢ to realize that .o simple, flctualn
presentatiori of Paul Rolgson’s life Was likely ever to reveal the
man_in his true stature For the basic difficulty of writing alfout
blacks in America®was intens@ly a prolllem hore: the origin of
black Ameri icn lustm) is fuhd ﬂ\nmz tally different from that of
traditiongl Afherican lHistory. I Mave said that, that history is cc-
cenrtrie-because "ic departs (_onsl(l(.r.ll)ly fron&t ‘the usual or tradi-
tional. Because of sl avery, because of continuing dlscrmnmuon,
segr cgation .m(l exploitation throughout the lustory,“lt was and
is nd(:ss.lry for;. blacks to make extreme changes.in their view of
themselves in Amuu.m life, in their evaluation -of thcmselves,
.mk(‘m their institutions. :

In order to uiderstand l’.nul Robeson dl Dr. Du Bois, .t is

necessary that we: understand that.what the ma]orlty viewed as

radical in their thne was quite a normal point of view for these.

men whose lives were plofoun(lly restricted by a whole system of
estiblished mores, Thus, it was not possublc to write about Paul
Robeson without a tholough understanding of the political and

ing to do with political America, Europc sand the rest o th'c

~world, such as those written by Comnngcr and Leuchtenb rg,

and to search for :md find thosc.revisionist historians, like Ga-
briel Kolke, whose historical truths cmerge as radically different.
from what.we haye taken for granted as the i,

In revisionist hlstonogr.lplly, the '1llmucc of Great Brit: un, the

" United States, and the Soviet Uniion at the time of World War
- 11 becomes not-a matter of \igh ideals, deliberation; and choice

but ouc of ruthlcss necessity’ to defeat an enemy: The European
aid program msmutcd by the United States after the war be-

-

r
comes less a program of recovery for Europe from pain and suf-
fering and more the deliberate attempt to take from Britain -

control of foreign markets and’ Middle East oil and /o advange

>
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»
American investments and econoinic and nullnry power byﬁ
means of the extension of a c.lpu.lllstlc system throughout the
‘world, - VI

_Paul Robeson’s drift tow.lr(l r‘ﬁicallsm and the 1ppe1l r1d|-'
calism had for. him become underst‘m(l.lble from the vxcwpomt

e

_»_A sof-u-volpnized-people—Robesoi saw hjinself “as a- Citizen of the
R

wbrld' an. |(lem|ﬁe(l‘lumsclf, as did Du Bois, ‘with the world’s

. k]
wbrkers and cdlonized peoples, whom. ‘he, cféemcd crmunllly ex-

vplonte(l ungler capitalism. Ko ” .

‘Whether ‘the view is wholly correct or partly maccur"ne, it is
not: possl’ble to Write about either man wlthout recogmung that
they were in a position to make contact with’ the world to
travel it and study 'rg,\m R way few. Americans other than states-

~ men gver had, TR : .

Writing thesc two biographies from a more radical perspecuve '
was quite a ch.lllengc, and the pelspccuve is as justified ay any. .
_ other, if nog more so, with regard to blaeks, . Curiously, my stud-

“ies in radica history and research into black life and lnstoxy

Bhave tended to radicalize me not so much in th: of world po-,
t

litical views as m ﬁcuon.nl tex ms. I.would be a rather useless in-

- dividual in any rcvoluuon.ny situation, I hate violence and tend

to view it .ns\’x human .ll)errmon—a-certamly not a very radical
point of viewl also tend .to view capitalism as an aberration
which’ p'rovokes\\trcmlsm, which I suppose is radical. In any
case, we must rei gmber that fudicalism is as American as apple
pi¢.” The men . who wrote the Declaration of Independence
were Tadicals who-overthrew a great colonial power. American
abolitionists were radicals who were not above trickery, rabble-
rousing, rioting, andsmurder in aid of fugitive slaves,

For myself, (lelrbcr"nely .mempt a kind of literary l']dlc'lllsnl
in the hope of rémoving tm(lmoml prose restrictions and creat-
ing new ways to applmchollter.nry forms from a perspective
other than that of the majority. It'is.a way of coﬁunumg to legiti--
mize: nonwlnt,t. literature,, brmgmg it“into full view to provoke
cyrivsity gnd discussion. Many irl this country are attempting to
bring not only good literature but representative literature to
thé country’s children. I don’t believe sthat u'nywhere else in the

. worf(l has such an-attempt been made. Here it is not always suc-

cessful; it meets with varying degrees and kinds ,of resistance.

Still, few of us would deny the right of nonwhites, to a literature

reflecting their concerns. I am not talking about a literature the}‘
merely satisfies a need, though that’s important; I'm speaking

T -
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- cept as reality is the, nost cxcmng prospect of all, Through the,

“connecti

J

.lbout a literature whose ‘themes and philosophy may bcgm now

“and in the future conunu} to be ertirely (llffClcm flom what is

“traditional. Indeed, it would be radical. ;
Tracking down the source of an idea and di"sco’vci'ing the ‘trye

componcrts of a fiction-are lnmgumg work. But-they arc work .
TTHACTS, inca scnsc, a sidéling and after the fact. It is not-neces.”

sary.to, know the source of an idea uﬂndcx-to expand upon it;
For to gct an idea and- flom it create a system of illusion. we ac-

use of wor
tional res
and  fecls,,

s alone; the writer crgdtes sight and sound and cmo-
QusC. _By-reading worg .alone, -the reader sces, hears,
soth are (lcmonsu.l
1 of mm(ls thr ough whjch belief is suspended in, the
f illusion." One would 1

interest

mysclf to read-what 1 had written

That is why, when eageér youfg writers seck me out for hclp
when they know their wo;fk isn't rc.ndy apd 1 know it lsntn I un-
derstand so completely their unpnucncc It is not Jllsl the need
to sce their work’and their names in print,-afthough that is part
of it always. It is the overwhelming desire to make that coniec-
tion of imind with mind, to have demonstraged the act of men-
tality and to have commumc:ucd For the writer, there is noth-

.ing quite like having somcone say thatehe or she understands,
that y\\ have fcached them and affected them with” what you,

liave written. It is the feeling carly. humans must haye experi-

cnced when the ﬁrellght first overcame fhc darkness of tle cave.
It is the comniual cookmg pot, thc Strect all over again, It is.

our need to know’ we are not alone. / c 4
- o - ‘-
/

1g“ an act of mentalny, tht.

at\a loss without the other. 1 .
“for one would find it impossilsfe to 4 rnc@mdcﬁmtely with only
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